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Admits a mental health crisis of never-before-seen proportions, in combination 
with a global pandemic and the normal amount of stress associated with a university 
course load, college students are situated in a perfect storm for stimulant abuse and 
mental health issues. It is important to address college student’s perceptions of the risks 
and benefits of stimulant use in order to see if they realize the severity of the problem of 
abuse and address it. The addiction of examining mental health in relation to stimulant 
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The combination of being away from home for the first time, balancing a new 
social scene and higher educational pressure can make a University setting extremely 
stressful for new college students. According to the American College Health 
Association’s National College Health Assessment in 2018, 87.4% of college students 
have felt overwhelmed by all they had to do and 63.4% have felt overwhelming anxiety 
in the last twelve months (American College Health Association) These statistics show 
the immense proportion of college students dealing with increased pressure and anxiety. 
It can be said that there is a mental health crisis for the of college students of today, as 
they are facing “more stress than any time in our nation’s history” (Henriques). The 
status of the mental health of college students today is alarming to say the least, and it is 
important to provide resources such as education to show them appropriate ways to deal 
with their stress and anxiety. 
 With the new feelings of pressure from multiple sources and possible resulting 
anxiety, college students can turn to new coping mechanisms to adjust. These 
mechanisms can include the misuse of unprescribed stimulants that are used to treat 
symptoms of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). The short-term effects 
of these stimulants include: increased blood pressure, heart rate, breathing, blood sugar 
and decreased blood flow (NIDA). According to the National Institute on Drug Abuse 
misuse of these stimulants can cause “psychosis, anger, or paranoia” and can even lead to 
“substance use disorder (SUD) which takes the form of addiction in severe cases.” There 
are clearly many risks of stimulant use, it is important to investigate college students’ 
perceptions of the risks associated with these medications.  
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The Status of Mental Health on College Campuses 
The mental health crisis among young adults in the United States is evident 
among college students, and students at the University of Mississippi are not exempt 
from this dilemma. One reason for this stress is that this is possibly the” first time in a 
young person’s life where they have the freedom to make their own choices, a change 
that can often be daunting” (Holterman). While the time you spend in college is marketed 
as the “best years of your life”, these years also come with unfamiliar surroundings, the 
burden of high-stress classes, the pressure to become involved on campus to build a 
resume, and the uncertainty of life after graduation. The stress of a university setting 
combined with compromised mental health can lead to students misuse of prescription 
stimulants. These stimulants work by increasing the “activity of the brain chemicals 
dopamine and norepinephrine” (NIDA). Dopamine specifically deals with reinforcement 
of positive behaviors, and is known to be a feel-good chemical, therefore it makes sense 
that students sometimes associate the drugs with positive feelings or outcomes.  
Use of Stimulants by College Students as a Way of Dealing with Stress 
 In a study at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, it was found that 
the nonmedical use of Adderall (brand name for stimulant drug) rose by 67 percent 
between 2006 and 2011 (Wieland-Stanford). A reason for this rising issue of misuse 
could be due to the fact that college students are “attempting to make studying easier” 
(Wieland-Stanford). There is an increasing amount of academic pressure in college that is 
often unlike the pressure students have previously experienced in high school. When 
students without ADHD use prescription stimulants like Adderall it affects their 
functioning in a way that could result in a hyperactive state. Students that are 
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overwhelmed with course loads might feel like there are not enough hours in a day to get 
all of their assignments done or to learn everything they need to learn for a test. The 
stress from being overwhelmed can cause students to look for other methods of getting 
their assignments done on time, which “may potentially cause students to turn to 
stimulants as one way to keep up,” (Wieland-Stanford). 
Benefits and Risks of Stimulant Use 
The pressure to perform their best academically and socially can make it seem 
like the benefits of using stimulants could potentially outweigh the risks for some 
students. A study with students from the University of South Carolina found that 
“students perceiving academic pressure were more likely to have misused prescription 
stimulants at least once during their time in college, but only if these students also 
reported little perception of danger related to stimulant misuse” (Valimohamed). The 
perceived benefits include getting better grades, meeting deadlines, staying focused for 
longer than normal, skipping meals, and having more fun while partying. Besides the 
most obvious risk of being caught with a controlled substance that is not prescribed to 
you, there are also other risks to consider as well. When these drugs are taken by 
individuals without ADHD, there is a potential for harmful side effects by “affect[ing] the 
sympathetic nervous system, increasing heart rate, blood pressure, and respiration” 
(Moore). In addition to these side effects, there is a high risk for developing a dependence 






Student Awareness of Mental Health Resources Available on Campus  
 It is important to address the mental health resources available to students on 
campus because if students are unaware of or uncomfortable with the services then it will 
not be possible for them to receive help. In a previous research study with university 
students, 37 percent of students indicated they “were not given adequate information to 
enable them to contact the mental health services” while another 30 percent chose, they 
“had never heard of the service” (Yorgason). It was also found that female students and 
students who had been in college for longer were more likely to have knowledge about 
mental health resources. It is important for universities and mental health providers on 
campus to continue to “to make strategic efforts to disseminate knowledge about mental 
health services to all students” (Yorgason). One big reason 33% of students say that they 
wouldn’t use mental health resources is that they do not have enough time, which means 
that there could be an opportunity for mental health service providers to adapt to this 
need through modifying their services or policies. One possible helpful modification 
could be a shift towards online services, which could be especially helpful as many 
students are not located on campus due to COVID-19. 
Effect of COVID-19 on Mental Health and Use of Stimulants in College Students 
The year 2020 has brought more changes to the lives of students, professors, and 
members of the workforce alike. These unprecedented times have left college students 
who have already grown up in the wake of global crisis such as the September 11th 
attacks and the recession of 2008 facing even more instability during the time in their life 
that they are supposed to be figuring themselves out. This global pandemic came with the 
rapid transition to remote classes which resulted in pulling students away from their 
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campuses, friends, and for lots of students their main support systems. The sheer 
uncertainty of the last six months is enough to cause vast amounts of stress, not to 
mention the added stress from learning to adjust to all online classes. It will be interesting 
to see the effects of COVID-19 on the mental health of University of Mississippi 
students, and how this affects their use of stimulants.  
College years can be some of the first and most stressful times in young adults’ 
lives. It also could be one of the first times they have lack of supervision and increased 
availability to controlled substances such as stimulants. This combination means that 
there is a population at risk of developing unhealthy coping mechanisms to the stress 
caused by course work, a new social setting, and adjusting to life on their own.  This 
















The purpose of this study is to investigate University of Mississippi Students’ 
perceptions of college students’ nonmedical use of prescription stimulants used to treat 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). The specific objectives of this study are 
to: 
1. Measure students’ perceptions of the benefits and risks of nonmedical 
stimulant use, and determine if these perceptions differ based on student 
demographic characteristics. 
 
2. Measure students’ perceptions of the relationship between mental health and 
stimulant use; 
 
3. Measure students’ perceptions of availability of mental health resources on 
campus; and 
 
4. Measure students’ perceptions of the relationship between the COVID-19 































This study employed a cross-sectional, descriptive design by means of a self-
administered online survey distributed to undergraduate students at the University of 
Mississippi. Exemption from the University of Mississippi’s Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) was obtained before data collection. 
Sample Description 
A random sample of 3000 undergraduate students at the University of Mississippi 
was obtained from the University of Mississippi Office of Institutional Research, 
Effectiveness, and Planning (IREP). A sample size of 3000 was recommended by IREP 
given their historical and projected response rate of 6-12% among undergraduate students 
in similar studies (personal communication, Jennifer Holt, IREP). To meet inclusion 
criteria, participants needed to be full-time undergraduate students at the University of 
Mississippi, Oxford campus, ages 18 and older.  
Measures 
Demographic variables. Demographic variables collected included embedded 
data provided by IREP, including full-time or part-time status, school, major, race, and 
classification (freshman, sophomore, etc.). Self-reported variables included cumulative 
GPA, and number of campus organizations to which respondents belong. Respondents 
were also asked to indicate whether or not they were a student athlete, a member of a 
Greek organization, a student in the Honors College, a scholarship recipient and a 
financial aid recipient. 
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Study variables. To measure students’ perceptions of the benefits and risks of 
nonmedical stimulant use, survey questions were created by modifying a survey used to 
investigate college students’ views on these tradeoffs (Ross). To measure students’ 
perceptions of the relationship between mental health and stimulant use, questions were 
modified from a previous study on student’s perceptions of the connection between these 
components (Hudson). To measure students’ perceptions of the availability of mental 
health resources on the University of Mississippi campus, questions were created based 
on adapting ideas from a study on college students’ knowledge and use of mental health 
resources (Yorgason). Finally, due to the timing of the survey administration, the 
researchers determined it was necessary to include a research objective to determine if 
there was any relationship between the COVID-19 pandemic and stimulant use among 
undergraduate students. Three related questions were added to assess general changes in 
stress as a result of COVID-19, changes in stimulant use, and changes in stimulant access 
due to COVID-19 (Appendix 1). 
Data Collection 
The survey was programmed using Qualtrics, a web-based tool used for designing 
and electronic distribution of questionnaires. An invitation email stating the purpose of 
the study containing a link to the questionnaire was sent to the student sample previously 
described on October 15, 2020 at 1:00 PM. Reminder emails were sent to nonrespondents 
on October 20, 2020 at 8:22 AM and October 26, 2020 at 7:37 to diversify contact times 






Data for responses from students was collected directly via Qualtrics and was 
exported into Microsoft Excel for cleaning and removal of missing data. Data was then 
exported to SPSS v.27 for analysis 
Data Analysis 
The sample was described with demographic variables including age, race, 
school, student classification, cumulative GPA, number of organization memberships, 
and whether the respondent was an athlete, a Greek organization member, an Honors 
College student, a scholarship recipient, or a financial aid recipient, using means and 
frequencies. The first part of objective 1 (students’ perceptions of the benefits and risks 
of stimulant use) was assessed using means and standard deviations. For the second part 
of objective 1 (comparing risk and benefit perceptions among demographic variables) 
negative items in Ross’ perception of benefits and risks of stimulant use scale were 
recoded before creating a summed scale score and making comparisons using 
independent sample t-tests, one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) and correlations (r). 
Additionally, the race variable was collapsed into two categories-white (Caucasian) and 
other. An alpha level of 0.05 was selected a priori. Means and standard deviations were 
















 Of the 3000 students receiving surveys, 300 total responses were received for an 
initial 10% response rate. Observations missing 70% or more of data were removed (47 
responses) as well as respondents younger than 18 (2 responses) for a total of 251 useable 
and analyzed responses for a final response rate of 8.4%.  
Sample Description 
 
 In order to better understand some of the characteristics of respondents, multiple 
demographic questions were assessed. Of the 251 completed surveys, 91 (36.3%) were 
completed by males, and 158 (62.9%) were completed by females. Participant ages 
ranged from 18 to 37 years of age, with an average age of about 20 years old (SD = 
2.399). In the overall sample, there was a relatively even distribution of participants 
between each school, with an exception of the College of Liberal Arts, which contributed 
a much larger number of participants, 77 in total. The majority of participants were 












Table 1. Demographic Characteristics 
 







Race Number of Respondents (%) 
White (Caucasian) 
Black or African American 
American Indian or Alaskan Native  
Asian 








School of Major Number of Respondents (%) 
College of Liberal Arts 
School of Journalism and New Media 
General Studies 
School of Business Administration  
School of Education  
School of Applied Sciences 
School of Engineering 
School of Pharmacy  










































































Perceptions of Benefits and Risks of Nonmedical Stimulant Use 
Table 2 shows the mean values of students’ perceptions of benefits and risks of 
nonmedical stimulant use. The statement that students most strongly agreed with was that 
students can become dependent on stimulants, this question also had the lowest standard 
deviation. The statement that students least agreed with was that students have more fun 
partying if they use stimulants.  
 
 





Students are more likely to get better grades if they use 
stimulants 
3.10 1.245 
Students are more likely to meet their deadlines if they use 
stimulants 
3.27 1.262 
Students are more likely to get expelled from college if 
they use stimulants (R) 
3.31 1.194 
Students’ future career opportunities could be limited if 
they use stimulants (R) 
3.36 1.228 
Students using stimulants could be arrested (R) 3.84 1.141 
Students using stimulants can fulfill their nonacademic 
responsibilities 
3.42 1.095 
The use of stimulants can negatively affect students’ health 
(R) 
4.15 0.941 
Students can become dependent on stimulants (R) 4.63 0.634 
Students’ parents would not approve of stimulant use (R) 3.87 0.915 
Students’ friends are usually okay with stimulant use 3.71 1.028 
Students are able to skip meals if they use stimulants 3.64 1.122 
Students have more fun partying if they use stimulants 3.04 1.104 
1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree 





 Differences in perceptions of benefits and risks of nonmedical stimulant use 
among responding students was tested among reported age, gender, race, school, class 
designation, number of organization memberships, athletic status, Greek status, Honors 
College status, scholarship status and financial aid status. Differences in perceptions 
among students with different GPAs was not tested due to unequal group sizes. No 
differences were identified in any of the comparisons, except for Greek status, who 



















Table 3. Benefit and Risk Comparison of Nonmedical Stimulant Use 
 
















School of Major n Mean (SD) p value 
College of Liberal Arts 
School of Journalism and New Media 
General Studies 
School of Business Administration  
School of Education  
School of Applied Sciences 
School of Engineering 
School of Pharmacy  


































Number of Campus Organization 
Memberships 

























































aSignficant at p<0.05 
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Perceptions of the Relationship between Mental Health and Stimulant Use 
Tables 4 and 5 show the perception of stimulant use in relation to mental health. 
Table four shows if students agree that stimulants are used to cope with these issues and 
table five shows if the students think that the stimulants are an appropriate coping 
mechanism. In table four the statement that students most agreed upon was that students 
often use stimulants to deal with stress. In table five, the statement that students least 
agreed upon is that stimulant use is an acceptable way to deal with negative feelings.   
 





Students often use stimulants to deal with stress 3.88 1.077 
Students often use stimulants to deal with anxiety 3.72 1.197 
Students often use stimulants to deal with negative 
feelings 
3.68 1.173 
1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree 
 





Stimulant use is an acceptable way to deal with stress 1.93 1.065 
Stimulant use is an acceptable way to deal with anxiety 1.91 1.150 
Stimulant use is an acceptable way deal with negative 
feelings 
1.86 1.102 








Perceptions of Availability of Mental Health Resources on Campus 
Table 6 shows the mean values of students’ perceptions of availability and 
knowledge of mental health resources on campus. The students most agreed with the 
statement that the programs on campus send a message that support is available and least 
agreed with the statement that they can identify places to refer students for mental health 
needs. 
 




The University of Mississippi campus provides effective 
support for students with depression 
3.03 1.177 
The University of Mississippi campus provides effective 
support for students with stress and anxiety 
2.95 1.203 
The University of Mississippi campus provides adequate 
mental health services for students 
3.11 1.208 
The University of Mississippi campus puts emphasis on 
helping students with their mental health needs 
3.08 1.245 
I can identify the places or people on campus where I should 
refer students with mental health needs 
2.81 1.368 
The programs on our campus send the message that support 
is available for students' mental health needs 
3.23 1.262 
1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree 
 
Perceptions of the Relationship Between the COVID-19 Pandemic and Stimulant Use 
 When asked about the amount of stress and anxiety in University of Mississippi 
students since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the vast majority (73.3%) 
responded “Increased Significantly”. There were only three responses of any decrease 
and zero responses were “Decreased Significantly” (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Stress and Anxiety of UM Students in the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 
 
While over fifty percent of students did not know how stimulant use of the 
University of Mississippi’s students has changed in the COVID-19 pandemic, of those 
















Around half of the students also did not know how University of Mississippi 
students’ access to stimulants has changed in the COVID-19 pandemic. Those who did 



























 The time spent in college are formative years for young adults that come with new 
forms of stress and anxiety and for some new availability to prescription drugs like 
simulants. It is imperative to know student perceptions of the risks and benefits of 
stimulant use in order to recognize what motivations for stimulant use may be. With 
mental health issues and illnesses on the rise, it can also be important to look at the role 
stimulant abuse can play in this and to determine students’ knowledge of mental health 
resources on their campus. The last year has been full of some of the most unprecedented 
times students have faced in their lifetimes, so it is compelling to see how the COVID-19 
pandemic has changed the mental health status and use of stimulants in university 
students.  
Interpretation of Results 
Overall, there was a negative perception of stimulant use among the University of 
Mississippi students that were surveyed. This can be said because students on average 
most strongly agreed with the statements related to how risky stimulant use can be. 
Students could be aware of these risks from reading about them, through university drug 
and alcohol training, or through their own inductive reasoning. The point that students 
most agreed with was about the risk of developing a dependence to the medication. This 
shows that being dependent on stimulants could be what students fear most about the use 
of them which could cause them to refrain from use. Students also partially agreed with 
most statements that described the benefits of stimulant use, like getting better grades and 
fulfilling other obligations, but the amount that students agreed with the risks of 
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stimulants were higher than the benefits of stimulant use and the results for the benefits 
were closer to neutral. The reason for these results could be that students at the University 
of Mississippi have a good knowledge of the potential legal, health and social risks of 
stimulant use and have decided against using them to aid in their studies. Another 
potential explanation of the negative perception of stimulant use could be response bias 
causing the students to pick answers that do not accurately show how they feel about 
stimulants.  
The only demographic characteristic that resulted in statistically significant 
differences in perceptions of stimulants was a student’s Greek status. Greek students 
reported a more positive perception of the nonmedical use of stimulants than non-Greek 
students. Such a finding may reflect cultural norms among Greek students whereby 
nonmedical use of stimulants are possibly more accessible within networks and may be 
perceived as less risky.  Other studies have found similar results when comparing Greek 
and non-Greek students (Shillington; Valimohamed). Such a finding may suggest that 
education about the risk of stimulants may best be targeted among collegiate Greek 
communities. However, it should be noted that although Greek students had a more 
positive perception of non-medical stimulant use, their average reported mean was still 
somewhat neutral in their perceptions of risk and benefits, and not necessarily a positive 
score. 
On average students agreed that stimulants are being used by students to deal with 
stress, anxiety, and negative feelings. This presents an alarming issue that could be 
addressed by campus mental health centers and through drug education programs. 
Students very much disagreed that the use of stimulants in all three of these cases would 
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be appropriate. This is interesting because it shows that although that the students do not 
agree with stimulant use, stimulant abuse is still occurring in some of these situations.  
 When examining the average answers to questions regarding students’ awareness 
of mental health resources there was not much difference from a neutral opinion. This 
means that on average students do not as strongly agree that there are enough mental 
health resources or that they do not know enough about the resources that are provided. 
The statement students most disagreed with is that they would be able to direct someone 
to a place for mental health needs on campus. This could be related to the fact that most 
students have spent the last several months removed from campus due to the COVID-19 
pandemic and they could be unaware of the current location of resources. Although this 
could quite possible be one reason for the results, it does point to an issue in students’ 
knowledge of mental health resources because if they do not know where or how to find 
them, they will not be able to help their peers or themselves in times of crisis.  
 It was not surprising that the amount of stress college students are experiencing 
went up in the last year during the COVID-19 pandemic. The reason for this increase in 
stress can be because of so many different reasons like the unknown state of the future, 
concern for the health and safety of loved ones, being displaced from university housing, 
the transition to online classes, and so many more possible reasons. Most students did not 
know how the COVID-19 pandemic affected the use of stimulants in students, but of 
those who did have an answer, a large majority of sixty six percent believed that 
stimulant use would have increased. Stimulant use could be increasing in this time period 
because of the increased stress brought on by the global pandemic or because students 
might be having a hard time adjusting to online classes and are looking for a way to 
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focus. The transition to virtual learning means that many students have spent a large 
portion of their days for the last year behind a screen. It makes sense that it could become 
hard to focus on a screen for school especially when most recreational activities that are 
not screen time have also been unavailable. Most students also did not know how access 
to stimulants would have changed over the COVID-19 pandemic and out of those that did 
know the majority believed that access would have stayed the same. This means that the 
way students are accessing stimulants was either unaffecting by lockdowns and social 
distancing, or the students could have been breaking guidelines in order to access the 
medication throughout the last year. As most students have returned back to campus in 
the Fall of 2020 and Spring of 2021 it would make sense that access was the same during 
those time periods.  
Limitations 
 The sample of students utilized in this study was limited to those on a public 
southern university. Therefore, the results of this study should not be generalized or 
applied to other student populations throughout the country. It is also possible that 
nonresponse bias may be present in our data, in part due to lack of incentives being 
offered to students, as well as social desirability bias from students who did respond. 
Additionally, the cross-sectional nature of this study prevents investigators from 
implicating causal relationships, especially with regard to statistically significant findings 
of the study.
Implications and Conclusions 
 Overall students had a negative perception of stimulant use which means an 
awareness of the risks of stimulant abuse. Future research could be needed to explore the 
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reasoning behind students’ motivation to still use stimulants now that we know that 
students have knowledge of the risks and benefits of stimulants. Also, because students 
agreed that stimulants can be used as a coping mechanism, but the use is not appropriate, 
there is an opportunity for further research on the motivations and prevalence of 
stimulant abuse as an outlet for dealing with mental health problems.  
 The results of this survey also show that there is room for some improvements to 
be made in the way that mental health resources are presented and provided to students. 
Students who are aware of mental health resources are better equipped to help themselves 
and their peers through mental health struggles through having the knowledge to point 
them towards assistance.  
 Although most students surveyed did not have a fully positive perception of 
stimulants, there could still always be improvements in the drug abuse education 
provided by universities in order to educate students before and during their tenure. It is 
important to educate students on the risks associated with stimulant use so that they make 
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APPENDIX: SURVEY 
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